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Briefing meeting and question session on The Managing Radioactive Waste Safely 

Programme 

Department of Energy and Climate Change 

Wednesday 9 January 2013, 11.00-12.00 

Attendees 

Cumbrian MPs  Sir Tony Cunningham MP  
Tim Farron MP 
Jamie Reed MP  
Rory Stewart MP 
John Woodcock MP 
Professor John Fyfe  
Secretariat  
Apologies: John Stevenson MP 

DECC’s Office for 
Nuclear Development  

Mark Higson, CEO of Office for Nuclear Development 
Peter McDonald, Head of Geological Disposal Facility  
Plus GDF officials 

 

Agenda 

1. Introductions and background to MP fact-finding session 

2. Short overview of MRWS from DECC 

3. Questions on MRWS process from MPs, which may include: 

a. The nature of the decision taken by Councils 

b. Why a decision is required at this point 

c. Links with new nuclear programmes 

4. Any other business 

 
Notes of discussion 

 

Following introductions, DECC provided a short overview presentation (slides annexed to 

this note). 

Questions from the Committee of MPs 

Link with new nuclear programmes 

Rory Stewart MP requested more information on the links with new nuclear programmes 

(particularly building of a new nuclear power station at Hinckley Point C) 

DECC noted the Government commitment “that before development consents for new 

nuclear power stations are granted, the Government will need to be satisfied that effective 

arrangements exist or will exist to manage and dispose of the waste they will produce”.  

DECC responded that it was not accurate to consider that the decision for Cumbrian 

Councils to proceed to Stage Four of the MRWS process, and the process of consenting to 

new nuclear stations (e.g. at Hinkley Point) were formally tied. In granting development 

consent for new nuclear stations, Secretary of State would need to look broadly at the 



Published – not protectively marked   Note of discussion 

 

2 
 

process of implementing a long-term solution for the disposal of any resulting waste and be 

satisfied with the progress made. DECC noted, however, that if Cumbrian councils voted 

against proceeding to Stage Four, it would be necessary to question seriously the extent to 

which effective arrangements could be considered to be on track. 

Potential for proceeding on bad faith 

Rory Stewart MP questioned officials on the potential for local communities to proceed to the 

next stage of the process as the “path of least resistance”, without real intention for the 

process to succeed overall –  asking whether this was likely, and what the impacts would be. 

DECC responded that officials did not believe this was the case. DECC did however 

envisage that there may be a number of legitimate scenarios under which Decision Making 

Bodies (DMBs) would proceed at the current stage, but with the process later not proving 

successful – for example, based on geological unsuitability. DECC considered that trust 

between parties would be an important part of managing the uncertainty inherent within this 

approach. DECC referred to what officials considered to be a flawed concept of a “slippery 

slope” – the notion that DMBs would become committed to the process and would find it 

increasingly difficult to withdraw as the process continued. DECC felt that previous examples 

(including Nirex in the UK, and the Yucca Mountain US repository) had demonstrated that it 

was feasible for investigations to proceed significantly before halting. Noting that 

communities retained a Right to Withdraw from the process throughout, officials also 

highlighted that Government had a responsibility to be satisfied that local communities were 

supportive of the process before proceeding at each stage. They noted that it would 

therefore not be in the Government’s interest to proceed where little support existed.  

It was also clarified that the risk of communities proceeding with the process to the next 

stage without any intention of ultimately hosting the facility purely on the basis of the 

community benefits was likely to be low, since the majority of benefits would be expected to 

accrue once the Repository was committed to and being built (rather than during the process 

itself). The Department accepted the in-principle risk of creating an incentive for communities 

with an interest in a new nuclear build programme to proceed with a GDF-siting process long 

enough to allow a  programme of new nuclear build to begin, but without any intention of 

actually hosting a GDF, but did not believe that this was the case. 

The nature of voluntarism-led approach 

Tim Farron MP highlighted the merits of a volunteer-led approach (as opposed to a “DADA” 

approach of Decide-Announce-Defend-Abandon) but also noted the drawback of this 

approach, that the number of sites considered would be much lower than in a centrally-

planned process. He questioned whether DECC had conducted any national surveys of 

areas of suitability and unsuitability (for example, as had been carried out by the British 

Geological Survey in West Cumbria) and if so, where West Cumbria would have been 

ranked among potential sites in the wider UK. 

DECC responded that the process to site a GDF required that, as a minimum, due 

consideration had been given to alternative sites as part of Strategic Environmental 

Assessment. It had been widely claimed that some geologies (for example, in Norfolk) would 

be better suited for a GDF, but DECC considered that these claims were not well 

underpinned by evidence, given the uncertainties that existed in understanding the geology 
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of that region at the depths being contemplated for a GDF. Although doing a UK-wide search 

on the scale of the BGS survey was considered to be impractical, UK alternatives to a site in 

West Cumbria had been considered through discussions with other potential volunteer 

areas. DECC also noted that the invitation to communities to participate remained open. 

DECC’s proposal was to implement a balanced approach – proceeding with the volunteer-

led approach being followed in West Cumbria (which was noted to still be open to the rest of 

the country), but alongside this continuing to consider alternatives as recommended by 

CoRWM’s 2006 report, including strengthening interim storage. Given the extent of current 

knowledge of the geology of West Cumbria, DECC considered there was considerable 

scope to progress further to see whether any areas within the region could meet the 

stringent requirements of the Environment Agency in its regulatory role. 

The nature of decision making in future stages 

John Woodcock MP questioned DECC on whether proceeding to Stage Four involved 

further decisions to be effectively devolved to geologists, with a loss of control. He asked for 

more information on the nature of the Right of Withdrawal and how future decisions would be 

taken. 

DECC responded that under the current arrangements, Decision Making Bodies could 

withdraw from the MRWS process for any reason – there were no limits to this. They noted 

that the process was not currently a Statutory Process (which, for example, could legally lock 

areas in unless they pass a specified test to withdraw). Bodies may therefore withdraw from 

the process for their own reasons whenever they like. DECC also noted that the process 

would also be expected to be a collaborative one, with DMBs involved in proposing 

individual sites in collaboration with specialists. As well as commitments to make the Right of 

Withdrawal legally binding (covered below), DECC noted again the importance of trust and 

relationship building within the process to ensure that the process would continue to be 

collaborative. 

Trust and public perception 

Jamie Reed MP questioned DECC on how to handle what he considered to be erroneous 

perceptions that a GDF could be sited in West Cumbria, even if it were unsafe or unsuitable 

to do so, simply because of its convenience and because of local ties to the nuclear industry. 

DECC responded that the Environment Agency had strong environmental safety standards, 

which would need to be met before proceeding with a GDF, and that it would be helpful for 

these standards to be clearly communicated to assure people that a GDF would never be 

built in West Cumbria if it were unsafe to do so. The current scientific evidence had 

established that the whole of West Cumbria could not be ruled out as scientifically unsuitable 

at this stage, but DECC noted that it would be helpful to build public trust by moving to the 

next stage of scientific investigation, which DECC hoped would be able to clarify that the 

region was not only “not unsuitable”, but also had areas that have clear potential.  DECC 

noted that of course the opposite may prove to be true, but the process would reveal this 

one way or the other and would ensure that officials have considered the possibilities 

properly before drawing conclusions. 

Primary Legislation  
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Jamie Reed MP noted that a GDF, once sited, would likely outlast many of the institutions 

currently involved in its inception. He questioned DECC on whether primary legislation was 

therefore necessary to ensure that any agreements made on a GDF now would remain valid 

even if individual institutions cease to exist. 

DECC noted the commitment stated by Baroness Verma to commencing a process, as soon 

as Decision to Participate were taken, to put elements of the MRWS process on a legally-

binding footing. This commitment had been taken with a view to bringing forward proposals 

for legislation (should the Cumbrian local authorities agree with this way forward) within 18 

months. DECC noted they considered this to be a very tight timescale for new legislation. 

The scope was expected to cover both the Right of Withdrawal and other elements 

including, potentially, community benefits. 

Likelihood of success 

Noting the potential for DMBs to progress “cynically”, believing a low likelihood of later 

success, Rory Stewart MP asked DECC whether officials were sufficiently hopeful that the 

process would be able to find a suitable area in West Cumbria. 

DECC responded that officials did have confidence in the ability to find a suitable area of 

geology which could effectively host a GDF (which would be built around the principle of a 

multi-barrier approach), although the process was designed to ensure that if the area was 

unsuitable, it would be impossible to go ahead if safety did not allow. 

Confirmation bias 

Rory Stewart MP asked whether there was a risk of confirmation bias – notably that, 

because local communities would benefit from hosting a GDF, and because central 

Government policy considers siting a GDF as a primary objective, there was a risk of 

positively interpreting the results of any subsequent geological trials. 

DECC responded that the key role of having independent regulators and a publically-

published safety case was to ensure that a GDF was only sited in an appropriate and safe 

location. The MRWS process had a great number of regulatory controls built into it—

including the role of the Office for Nuclear Regulation, and several stages requiring approval 

from the Environment Agency (rather than in previous processes where the Agency would 

not have been able to intervene until the very last stage of the process after a great deal of 

commitment had been made by all parties). CoRWM were also noted to have a key role in 

providing further independent scrutiny of this process.  DECC felt that having driven 

individuals (in Government and local communities) to appreciate the benefits and drive the 

programme forward accordingly was naturally a key component to delivering a safe GDF 

project successfully. However, regulatory controls and a published safety case, open for 

public scrutiny, would ensure that a GDF would only be sited where it was safe and 

appropriate to do so. DECC hoped that, in due course, any safety cases developed for a 

GDF would be published and scrutinised in much detail to ensure that democratic challenge 

was provided. Jamie Reed MP also noted the role of the International Atomic Energy Agency 

in providing international regulation.  

--Meeting ends— 
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Annex: Briefing pack provided by DECC 

Managing Radioactive Waste 
Safely
Briefing

January 2013

1

 

 

Waste Inventory

What do we have to manage?

HLW – High Level Waste

ILW – Intermediate Level Waste

LLW – Low Level Waste

2
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Waste Inventory

UK Radioactive Waste Inventory is updated on a regular basis to 

incorporate changes in actual and anticipated waste volumes from 
operations and decommissioning

Quantities

Waste / Material 2010 Baseline 
Inventory

Upper Inventory as 
estimated in 2010

LLW (m3) 13,800 150,000

ILW (m3) 490,000 786,000

HLW (m3) 6,910 12,000

Spent fuel (m3) 6,400 22,000

Plutonium (m3) 7,820 10,400

Uranium (m3) 106,000 183,000

Total (m3) 629,000 1,160,000

3
 

So what do we do with all this now?

• Modern, safe and secure interim storage can 
contain all this material in the short to medium 

term

• But…..

• …this requires ongoing, active human 
intervention to monitor and protect the 
materials being stored at the Earth’s surface

• Some of this material will remain hazardous for hundreds of thousands of 
years

• So we would need to rebuild stores, repackage the waste, constantly 
monitor the store environments, protect from climate change, ice ages, sea-
level rise, extreme weather etc over periods longer than human history

• Clearly this would entail great cost and risk, continuing for an effectively 
indefinite period

• Need to have a long-term waste solution

Interim Storage

4  
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MRWS

Managing Radioactive Waste Safely

• 1999 House of Lords Science and Technology Select 
Committee 

• 2001 Consultation

• 2003 Committee on Radioactive Waste Management

• 2006 CoRWM report recommends GDF with interim 

storage and R&D during development

• 2006 Government accepts recommendations

• 2007 Consultation on implementation

• 2008 MRWS White Paper

A Fresh Start

5
 

Government Response to CoRWM work

• Accepted key CoRWM recommendations

• NDA designated as implementing body –
including R&D and review of Interim Storage 
arrangements

• Reconstituted CoRWM to provide ongoing 
advice and scrutiny of process

• Consultation followed on a framework to 

implement geological disposal

• This led to 2008 White Paper setting out:

– Staged process

– Voluntarism and Partnership

– Community decision points with Right of 
Withdrawal and commitment to local 
Community Benefits

– Staged technical screening in parallel

– Call for volunteers

GDF Implementation Process

6
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Government

• Policy Lead

• Siting Decision

Regulators

• Independent 
check that 
proposals safe 
secure and 
protect the 
environment

NDA

• Implementing body

Communities

• Decision to 
participate

• Right of Withdrawal

CoRWM

• Scrutiny of 
MRWS 
programme

Organisations

Who is involved in this?

7
 

Stage 1: Invitation issued 
and Expressions of Interest 
from communities

Stage 3: Community consideration 
leading to Decision to Participate

Stage 4: Desk-based studies in 
participating areas

Stage 5: Surface investigations on 
remaining candidates

Stage 6: Underground operations

Stage 2: Consistently 
applied ‘sub-surface 
unsuitability’ test

Advise Community not 
suitable

Unsuitable

Potentially 
Suitable

Final Community Right of Withdrawal

Site Selection

A Staged Process

8  
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Current Decision Point

• Councils are currently at the “Decision to Participate” stage, following several 
years of public engagement and information gathering about the potential 

implications of involvement in the GDF siting process.

• As part of the staged, voluntarist process set out in the MRWS White Paper, 
this is one of several points where a positive decision is required to allow 
work to proceed to the next phase.

• Next stage [Stage 4] would be the identification and assessment of potential 
sites within the volunteer area, including much more detailed consideration of 
the geology of particular sites to allow selection of a small number of 

promising candidates for physical investigation in Stage 5.

• Identification of sites for study is key to being able to study geology in 
necessary detail.

• Transparent process for identification and assessment of sites, involving 
further local engagement, was consulted on and published in 2011/12.

• The “Right of Withdrawal” continues unchanged through this decision point 
and remains in place up until beginning of Stage 6 – underground 

construction.

Why now?

9
 

Confidence in geology

• After BGS screening 1890km2 of 
land in west Cumbria left under 
which suitable geology may be 
available

• Includes rock types similar to those 

being proposed in other countries 
for geological disposal facilities

• No potential candidate sites have 
yet been identified

• The next stage would identify sites 
and assess their suitability including 

geology

Geology under red 
area is ruled out

Initial steps only so far

10  



Published – not protectively marked   Note of discussion 

 

10 
 

Technical Challenge

• Need to adequately characterise a huge volume of rock

– Understanding the geological structures and history

– Understanding the hydrogeology

– Modelling the evolution of these

– Not just the volume of the facility but sufficient surrounding rock and regional 
systems

• Progressively undertake more work in stages with community retaining the Right of 
Withdrawal

– Initial “unsuitability” screening [S2]

– Desk-based studies to identify potential sites for further investigation [S4]

– Surface investigations (Seismic surveys, borehole drilling etc) [S5]

– Underground excavation and testing [S6]

• Need to progressively narrow down the search and look in more detail at prospective 
sites to ascertain their suitability or unsuitability

• Strict regulatory authorisations must be obtained

Increasing confidence in geology

11
 

GDF link to New Nuclear

• The UK already has a legacy of nuclear wastes from 60 years of 
innovative industrial and defence programmes.   This waste exists and is 

already in interim storage or due to arise through decommissioning.   It 
must be managed safely and securely for the long-term.   This is not an 
optional area of work.

• The future nuclear industry is also dependent on a working solution for 
long-term waste management becoming available.

• Firstly there is the 2008 Nuclear White Paper commitment that “before 
development consents for new nuclear power stations are granted, the 
Government will need to be satisfied that effective arrangements exist or 

will exist to manage and dispose of the waste they will produce”.

• Secondly there is the commercial reality of private sector energy 
companies taking decisions to invest £billions in new plant.   They 
require confidence that a disposal route will ultimately be available for 
their wastes and that they will have sufficient support for nuclear 
development.

12
 



Published – not protectively marked   Note of discussion 

 

11 
 

Economic developments (1):
Current nuclear employment

• Sellafield is a major employer in West Cumbria

• Approx 10,500 (ex contractors) at Sellafield in 2014

• NDA is investing heavily in Sellafield

– Total NDA spend at Sellafield  in 2010/11 approx £1,500m – big injection 
into W Cumbrian economy

– Up from £1,000m in 2005/6

– Over half of NDA total spend

– Ministers and new NDA CEO have reaffirmed need to focus on Sellafield

• Sellafield baseline job numbers and economic investment will decline:
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Economic developments (2):
GDF as a catalyst for nuclear
“Centre of Excellence”

• A credible GDF programme in West Cumbria would have two impacts

1. It facilitates investment in new nuclear throughout the UK (including 
Cumbria)  - the “waste satisfaction” test

2. It enables transformation from decline at Sellafield towards creation 

of a sustainable, enduring, high-tech, nuclear “Centre of Excellence” 
in West Cumbria

• Specific examples of elements of a nuclear “Centre of Excellence”

• All, of course, subject to further discussion with communities

• Possible impacts on jobs shown on next slide

– “Nu Gen” new nuclear investment at 
Moorside

– The GDF itself

– A centralised spent fuel 

encapsulation facility

– A centralised store for new nuclear 
spent fuel

– A centralised store for intermediate 
level waste

– A canister factory for spent fuel

– GDF transport system

– Possible investments at Sellafield 
related to plutonium disposition 
(MOX, etc.)

14
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• Enabling new build and seeing the start of a nuclear “Centre of 
Excellence” could create long-lasting, high-value added jobs:

• Investment in these facilities creates confidence and could attract other 
high-tech companies to the area

• E.g. In Sweden, for the first time in over 25 years, private sector 
investors are approaching the council hosting the proposed Swedish 
GDF (Osthammar), about the possibilities of investing in new housing
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Economic developments (3): 
Prospective new jobs
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--End of Annex-- 


